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Dwight Eisenhower once remarked, “Plans are 
worthless, but planning is everything” (1957).  Indeed, 
plans that change nothing are worthless.  There are a small 
number of plans however, that helped to change daily life 
for the better.  The 1909 Plan of Chicago, for example, led 
to the widening of more than 100 miles of arterial streets 
and to the conversion of the shore of Lake Michigan into a 
nearly continuous twenty-four-mile strip of parkland.  Plans 
can be useful, but as Eisenhower understood very well, 
anyone who wants to change anything must do more than 
publish a document—they must engage in a process that 
leads to actual changes to a neighborhood, city, suburb, or 
region.  Sadly, today very few people who call themselves 
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assert itself “with ever growing insistency” until proposed 
changes actually happen.
I can hear the outraged chorus of “planners” 
objecting to this vision-forward and technology-based 
approach.  They will assert that it “excludes” the public 
from determining its own destiny and transfers power to 
a small group of “elite” planning professionals.  On the 
contrary: individuals, who are trained to use these new 
technologies, and do so successfully, will empower the 
public.  For the first time, every citizen will be able to select 
among different practical, financeable, and implementable 
alternatives (some proposed by one team of planners and 
some by other planners) and decide on which future they 
wish to select for their community. 
Isn’t it time for some university to hire a faculty that 
will devise a curriculum that will help future city planners 
learn the skills they need to return to the business of 
change?! 
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city planners engage in this sort of change-oriented activity 
and thus cannot be said to engage in planning.
Community leaders, visionaries, reformer-critics, 
bankers, architects, landscape designers, public officials, 
and private developers are among the many people 
who work hard at changing things.  They may not call 
themselves planners, but they are today’s neighborhood, 
city, suburban, and regional planners.  Most people who do 
call themselves planners collect data, fill out forms, prepare 
environmental impact statements, process applications for 
government action (to change zoning or approve suburban 
subdivisions or shopping malls), or play some other passive 
role.  The rest do little more than facilitate public meetings 
that empower others to do the planning. 
The planning profession itself is responsible for 
the marginal and diminishing role it currently plays in 
changing things.  Over the past fifty years planners gave 
up their role in providing skilled services that could not be 
provided by anybody else involved in planning.  Instead 
planning education concentrates on “policy” rather than 
design, engineering, finance, or other practical skills. 
Secondly, people entering the field are no longer trained 
to devise inspiring visions of the future.  Lastly, planners 
do not learn how to assess financial feasibility in a manner 
that will convince a developer, a financial institution, or 
an investor; inspire a suitable implementation entity to 
adopt a project or take the steps necessary to create one; 
build public support; or identify and obtain the necessary 
legislative action.
It should surprise no one that elected public officials 
and operating agency administrators believe it is their 
role, rather than an urban planner’s role, to make and 
administer policy.  Consequently, they are ready to reduce 
funding for “urban planners” who are not doing anything 
administrators cannot do themselves.  Moreover, planners’ 
inability to play any particularly distinctive role results in 
their frequent replacement by other bureaucrats.  These 
bureaucrats can process paper without making policy 
pronouncements or delay projects they dislike for policy 
reasons. 
To paraphrase Daniel Burnham, the co-author of 
what is arguably the nation’s first and most successful 
comprehensive plan, most 21st century city planners ‘make 
little plans’ that do not ‘stir the blood.’ Yet, the computer and 
the internet provides the profession with the opportunity 
to create appealing visions along with the financing, 
marketing, and implementation strategies to bring them to 
fruition.  Younger planners and some schools responded 
to this need to define for the profession a new, enhanced 
role by developing skills in Google Earth, Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS), Adobe Photoshop, Microsoft 
Excel, or the other computer, and internet resources.  These 
new technologies provide planners with the ability to 
display information and ideas in a manner that everybody 
can understand, organize this information in a convincing 
manner, and project the vision of a better future that can 
inspire the public.  That is the kind of planning that can 
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